Boots Book-lovers' Library and the novel: The impact of a circulating library market on twentieth-century fiction "It is increasingly apparent that, for better or for worse, we have become a nation of bookborrowers" (F.R. Richardson, "The Circulating Library," 1935) 1 In 1935, F.R. Richardson, head of Boots Book-lovers' Library, contributed an essay on "The Circulating Library" to a volume featuring the great and the good of the contemporary book world. In the book's introduction, Stanley Unwin, President of the Publishers' Association, lamented the fact that the "New Reading Public" were not on the whole buying books despite the proliferation of cheap series in the market and the wide availability of books at three shillings and sixpence (3s. 6d.), "and still more often 2s." 2 "Books are the last thing most people have any intention of buying, or can ever be persuaded to buy," wrote Unwin. 3 This was in many ways a familiar cry from the publishing and Membership increased during both World Wars reflecting the loss of other leisure activities and the turn to reading (and in particular light fiction) during wartime, and while smaller library branches continued to make a loss, Boots expanded its library service to more of its stores throughout the Great Depression. By the end of the Second World War, they had over a million subscribers, and in 1950, when its operations were comparable only to W. Unlike Smith's, whose railway bookstores and libraries were seen to cater to a more genuine cross-section of the population, Boots cultivated a reputation for patrons of the middle class. 13 The image of the Boots subscriber passed down in the cultural record is defined by two prominent representations of female middle-class readerships. Laura Jesson, the heroine of Brief Encounter (1945) and Still Life (1935) (the Noel Coward play upon which the film is based), borrows books from Boots on her weekly shopping trips into town.
As Nicola Beauman has pointed out in her reading of the women's novel between the wars, this excursion is the highlight of Laura's week, and Coward's naming of Boots is meant to signify the particular type of domestic middle-class existence pertaining to "a respectable married woman with a husband and a home and three children." 14 In a contemporaneous work, The Death of the Heart (1938) by the Irish novelist Elizabeth Bowen, Boots Booklovers' Library is satirised as "Smoot's" where in a hot and dusty upstairs room the "heating drew out a gluey smell from the books . . . In all senses, literature was in bad odour here." 15 The librarian, Daphne, is sufficiently haughty to impress the elderly lady subscribers who feel compelled to choose belles lettres rather than the new-looking novels they actually desire.
The subscribers are mocked by Bowen as a "clientele of discarded people . . . who could expect no more from life, and just dared to look in books to see how much they had missed." 16 The historical accuracy of these portrayals is now difficult to quantify, though they According to this article, Boots's high-street stores had in the preceding year served over eighty-eight million people. This ranged from the "people who give you an impression of affluence" to "His Highness, the Pearly King," with "the business gentleman about town,"
"the average housewife" and "the old lady whose life has been full of experience, but whose purse has never been correspondingly full" ranking somewhere in between. 18 With the lowest annual subscription remaining at 10s. 6d. up until the mid 1930s -when borrowing was made cheaper and more flexible with a non-subscription 'Pay as you read scheme' designed to compete with the increasingly popular twopenny libraries and the restrictions of the economic depression -only a limited proportion of these social types would have been able to patronise the library counters. The lowest rate of yearly subscription, 10s, 6d., was equivalent to a week's rent for many working-class people who would instead have borrowed books from the free public libraries, self-help groups like the Co-operative Society, or the local twopenny libraries attached to stationers and tobacconists. 19 The gender make-up of Boots subscribers is still assumed to be largely female.
Rowntree and Longmans's study of reading patterns in Boots's and Smith's libraries in the early 1950s found that "women account in each case for some seventy percent of customers, but a proportion of them are almost certainly borrowing books for their husbands or male relatives to read." 20 The historical association of female readers with circulating libraries is well established, going back to the campaign against what the novelist George Moore described as the "circulating morals" of the subscription libraries in the late nineteenth century. 21 The illustrations and photographs in Boots's publicity material portray a largely mixed readership, with images appealing equally to the "discerning" gentleman reader and the budget-conscious housewife ("do you know how little it costs to borrow good books?" asks one leaflet). 22 A flyer from the early 1940s refers to reading as "One Black-Out
Benefit," depicting the fireside reading of husband and wife during "the long winter evenings at home." 23 In her oral history research on the Boots Book-lovers' libraries, Nickianne
Moody points out that "librarians and subscribers do not remember Boots necessarily as a gendered library serving only the woman reader," but that the "model of librarianship and the physical, almost domestic, space of the library" was clearly meant to appeal to a female middle-class clientele. 24 In the Boots Book-lovers' Library's "First Literary Course," an inhouse training guide for librarians produced after the Second World War, there are constructions of typically gendered reading patterns, with suggestions that women are "inclined towards the domestic or personal type of detective stories, and men to the more realistic sort." Women will, according to Boots, "often take their literature of relaxation in a gentler form than men do and prefer tales of romance or about families to murder yarns." Mudie's and The Times Book Club), where over eighty percent of the books in demand was said to be fiction. 27 The impact of the libraries and their paying readers as harbingers of taste and literary fortune could therefore be profound.
Boots Book-lovers' Library and the novel
According to the popular novelist Winifred Holtby, the circulating library public was "the great intermediate class of the 'novel reading public' who read the large and ever increasing body of competent works of fiction." 28 The libraries of Boots and Smith are indelibly linked with the popular and the middlebrow and continue to be tainted by the intellectual snobbery associated with those terms. To the cultural critic Q.D. Leavis, for instance, who had spent "many hours at different branches" of Smith and Boots as part of her research, the circulating library public had "acquired the reading habit while somehow failing to exercise any critical intelligence about its reading." 29 Yet reading the Boots library catalogs and in-house training guides provide an important corrective to the academic narrative of literary history, something which recent research on the literary middlebrow has also sought to dislodge. The works of such a writer as Hugh Walpole go on for ever; and so, too, do some pleasant novels (those of Elizabeth Carfrae, for instance) which have never been trumpeted in any quarter, but have the most effective and persistent of all advertisements -friendly recommendation from one to another of that great majority of readers who are seeking only good recreation, and care nothing about being au fait with "the book of the moment." At the same time we should like, if we may be allowed to do so, to warn you that in its present form the story is not likely to stimulate a wide interest among typical library subscribers. It is too quiet, and in our opinion it is too undramatic, to do this.
We even think that it would be an advantage in other respects to introduce some occasional compression and to deepen -if that were possible -the reader's sense of the conflict in progress throughout the book. . . . That conflict is apparent, and to an attentive reader it is amply suggested by many delicate passages; but we believe the book may run the risk of being thought uninteresting by those who ascribe that defect to any work that is unemphatic in character. lowbrowism, yet I believe that that is the genuine reaction of thousands of Boots subscribers.
If they pick up a book off the library shelf and find it bespattered with italicised foreign words they are apt to funk it." The publisher's perception of the general novel-readers' parochialism was shared in the in-house advice given to Boots's librarians, who were warned to avoid recommending books containing dialect to their "lowerbrow" subscribers: "the reader is not prepared to accept anything unfamiliar and the people she is concerned with must use her own language." 40 If editorial suggestions concerning character, style, and language, as well as the look of a book and its title are one indication of the impact of the circulating library market on the writing and production of fiction in this period, the question of where this slips into censorship is complex and is explored more fully in the case study on James Hanley below.
In terms of the more tangible matter of the circulating libraries' role in censoring the circulation and distribution of new books, the 1928 Society of Bookmen report found that "[n]o evidence on the subject of the censorship of books by the libraries has been offered."
This was a notoriously problematic, not to say secretive, area. As the authors of the report explained:
Probably, however, the libraries would disclaim the exercise of [such] power, but they are liable to simultaneous complaints from both sides: some of their clients objecting to certain books being freely circulated, whilst others object even more strongly to the same books not being circulated.
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The circulating libraries navigated their way around this bind by carefully limiting the circulation of books that were likely to offend the majority of their subscribers. The practice of "stocking but not circulating" a book was a form of covert censorship practised by the libraries that was meant to prevent the easy distribution of a book that was in their eyes controversial, but not necessarily considered legally obscene or worthy of an outright ban. A book that was "stocked but not circulated" was not allowed onto the open shelves and was issued to readers only on request. In Boots, these volumes were marked with a red label and a small pool was held at the Head Office. Librarians were instructed that if a Class "A" Red Label . . . items must not be shown to subscribers, nor must the significance of these labels be explained; these internal regulations are private and must not be explained to the public. Red Label . . . volumes must be supplied only when the specific titles is ordered. Is not this the author who wrote a book called "Boy", which was too strong for most people? At least so I heard from our Library Department.
As soon as I have finished The Furys I shall send it to our New Book Department, because it is a book we ought to know about and it does us good to sell a book of this nature, which is so far and above the average 7/6 novel.
Alan Steele of The Times Book Club declared, "I do hope that this book will establish him at last." There is also an interesting note in the Chatto files from Boots Book-lovers' Library's head office signed by F.R. Richardson: "Undoubtedly this author is destined for the high light's and I shall try to read this book myself." and offering advice on characterisation, Raymond wrote again a few days later: "it might be worth your while reconsidering his introduction to the reader and seeing if by very slight alterations you might make him a little more substantial to begin with. So far, he strikes us as being a trifle phantasmagoric." 50 Hanley was intransigent and insisted that the mad Professor couldn't be deleted, before he finally tried to explain the episode in more detail:
My opinion is this, and it has not altered since I introduced that character, that his phantasmagorical appearance and vanishing gives that chapter the very queerness I wished to give it. Moreover the very scenes in that chapter in my mind have a sort of spectral atmosphere, and identical one for such a man. At the same time it does not follow that this character should not reveal himself later on in flesh and blood. But if he appears like that in this volume then the queerness I aimed at in that chapter is lost.
It is enough that he enter and disappear in that queer way. 51 The issues at stake in this debate between author and publisher over a "spectral" - An advance subscription order of just over 400 copies from these major libraries and retailers represented a modest success (as a comparison, the ordinary subscription orders from the major book-buyers for the work of a more popular contemporary author such as Vita
Sackville-West (1892-1962) were around 100 copies each in advance of publication). In reply to Hanley's question about his own response to the initial reception of the novel at the beginning of March 1935, Raymond answered:
Are C&W pleased about The Furys? . . . The answer is in the unhesitating and unqualified affirmative. I never expected it to be a bestseller -it is in many ways too good for that -but it has come well up to my expectations and is still going steadily;
Boots re-ordered 100 to-day, which brings the total to well over 2000. . . . This seems to me a very useful sale for a 10/6 book. A bit late in the day for the Puritans to be attacking it." 64 The publishers and librarian were tried under common law rather than the Obscene Publications Act and pleaded guilty, both receiving hefty fines. In his examination of the prosecution of Boy, James Armstrong quotes a letter from Franks's solicitors in which they advised that a legal defence, even if he argued that he had distributed a book which he had not read, would not be successful:
[the subject matter of Boy] is strictly forbidden, relating as it mainly does with intimacy between members of the male sex. The language of the Book is extremely frank and indeed crude, thus displaying the Author's talent of reproducing vividly the thoughts and speech of a certain class of sea-faring men. This vividness of language is at once, in our view, the "strength" of the book and its own condemnation. 65 It is precisely this "vividness" of working-class language that Chattos was concerned about.
The trial of Boy underlined the difficulty for publisher and librarian with regards to obscene libel where, as Stanley Unwin pointed out, "there is no uniformity of punishment or practice.
An offence which would cost a publisher £10 in Edinburgh, or £100 in London, may cost him £400 in Bury." 66 The - 
